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The federal government and authorities from two states have taken bold steps to reduce the illegal
logging that has decimated a large portion of the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve in central
Mexico. In what was deemed the largest anti-logging operation in Mexican history, authorities in
early December raided several clandestine sawmills that process the illegally harvested wood from
the preserve.
A study in 2000 indicated that illegal logging in the span of three decades damaged about 44% of the
pine and fir forests that shelter migrating butterflies during the winter. The butterflies migrate to the
forest in central Mexico every winter to hibernate.
Authorities seize large amounts of wood, arrest dozens
Several hundred state and federal agents participated in the operation, which resulted in the arrest
of 56 persons, including the owners of 10 sawmills. Others arrested in the operation which took
place mostly around the community of Ciudad Hidalgo, Michoacan included truck drivers, wood
cutters, and sawmill employees.
During the operation, authorities shut down 19 warehouses, seized dozens of trucks and other
vehicles, and confiscated about 210,000 cubic feet of logs and boards, equivalent to about 6,600
tons of wood, or about 1,750 adult trees. "These actions by the federal government are aimed at
protecting the natural balance of the Monarch reserve, where every year millions of butterflies travel
over 4,000 km to winter," the Procuraduria General de la Republica (PGR) said in a press release.
"This is the largest seizure of illegally logged wood in the country's history," said deputy attorney
general Felipe de Jesus Munoz Vazquez. He noted that the PGR plans to conduct similar operations
in other areas where illegal logging is prevalent.
The fir and pine trees provide protection for the butterflies from the cold mountain winds in the
preserve. In 2002, large numbers of butterflies froze to death because of the loss of forest habitat (see
SourceMex, 2002-02-20).
PGR officials said the recent operation is different from previous anti-logging raids in the biosphere
because many of those detained could actually face charges, along with the possibility of six months
to nine years in jail and fines of US$459 to US$13,700. "That's the important thing, that people are
being charged," said Augusto Cabrera, a spokesman for the attorney general for environmental
protection. "Before, [authorities] would seize wood and dismantle sawmills, but there weren't many
charges."
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The plight of the Monarch butterflies has caught the attention of previous federal administrations
(see SourceMex, 2002-02-20 and 2005-03-16), but little action was taken. The operation was in the
planning stage earlier this year.
During a trip to Michoacan in late November, President Felipe Calderon announced a
comprehensive plan to combat illegal logging during a tour of the state. As part of the plan,
conceived with the cooperation of outgoing Michoacan Gov. Lazaro Cardenas Batel, the
administration allocated about US$4.6 million to help protect the endangered Monarch butterflies,
in part by restoring the habitat and by implementing the anti-logging operation. The funds will also
be used to educate the public in Michoacan and Mexico state about the need to protect the butterfly,
said the Cambio de Michoacan daily newspaper, based in Morelia.
While the effort is primarily in Michocan, authorities in Mexico state have also been brought into
the operation. In late November, the Mexico state legislature unanimously approved an initiative
prohibiting any logging in the portion of the habitat that is in Mexico state. Legislators directed
the state environment secretary to cancel any logging permits that had been awarded for the area,
which includes six communities and three municipalities in the state. "We are taking a hard stance
in this battle against illegal logging," Calderon said in a speech announcing details of the Zero
Tolerance (Cero Tolerancia) program, conducted in conjunction with the Michocan and Mexico state
authorities.
The president said all levels of government were participating in the effort, from municipalities to
state agencies to federal authorities. The president said he was pushing for the UN Educational,
Cultural and Scientific Organization (UNESCO) to designate the biosphere as a World Heritage site,
which would further help with government's efforts to protect the area. Other sites in Mexico have
received this designation, including the region of western Mexico where the agave cactus used to
produce tequila grows (see SourceMex, 2006-07-19).
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